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Deconstruction Sites: An Interpretive Case Study of
the Design of the Emerging Cultural Landscape.

Position Statement

Vince Dziekan

In response to the call to “address the emerging context, which acknowledges that
in recent years, media and information-technology shifts have changed the cultural
landscape of design and designing”, this paper will contribute to the discourse of
design’s fluid interrelationship with cultural activity and production by focussing on
the resulting formation of art, new technology and the design of its institutions.

Monash University

If art since the advent of Modernism can be characterized by any single quality it
would have to be its diversity… however, across the breadth of such aesthetic and
stylistic difference remains its common, primary destination: the Museum.
The resulting discourse, informed by my practice as artist and curator, will recognize
the incorporation of design within cultural production which will be viewed as a
dialogue between artistic production, curatorial/museological practices and the
design of a variety of broadly defined “spaces” (both real and virtual) for the
distribution, presentat ion, contemplation and grounding of art. As a result, this paper
presents an opportunity to reconsider the nature of design and the application of
design research as a technique for explication and interpretive analysis.
Objectives of Research
Through this investigation I intend to outline the general implication of the gallery
space on art as well as offer speculation on the issue of designing spaces for an art
that, I contend, will be increasingly mediated by digital technologies. What
predispositions ca n be discerned in the architectural and communicational design
of museological spaces? What ‘projections’ can be read into their design narratives
for the anticipation of types of ‘spaces’ needed to accommodate the art of the next
century?
Indication of the Nature of the Findings
This paper will critique museum spaces as an “institution” of artistic practice and
evaluate the designed relationship of art to space and its predispositions. The
research will investigate how artworks are not only accommodated by the
architectural realization of physical spaces but also by the way that their design
(acting as a “framework”) structures types of resulting art practices that can be
supported and privileged by those spaces. Recognizing the intertwining of such
design concerns has implications that extend to artistic practice, curatorship
and art history.
Methodology
This investigation, contributing to my PhD research (Without Walls: an
interdisciplinary investigation into virtuality and the art of exhibition ), will form a part
of the interdisciplinary project that engages artistic production and its distribution
within the field of new media. The resulting thesis will survey the adaptation and
integration of digital media within museological practice in order to speculate upon
interrelationships, influences and impact upon notions of art and virtuality.
The focus of this paper will be a field survey of museum practices for the ‘virtual
museum’, extending the definition to address the meshing of new media/virtual art
and exhibition design into existing and new art institutions, galleries and museums.
I will investigate ways of ‘framing’ art within its designed setting and discuss
interdisciplinary approaches to the design of such ‘museums without walls’. Using
an exemplary method, I will base the discussion selectively to the proliferation of
museum building projects in Melbourne over the last decade that mark the city as
Australia’s ‘Cultural Capital’ as well as represent a return to the civic investment in
monument-building associated with the 19th Century and that coincide with
Australia’s celebration of the centenary of Federation.
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Deconstruction Sites:
An Interpretive Case Study Of The Design Of The Emerging Cultural
Landscape (Melbourne, October 1998 – October 2002)

A paper focussing on the present cultural moment in Melbourne, marked by
an unprecedented proliferation of new museums, in an attempt to interpret
their respective contributions and contentions for designing spaces for
‘museums without walls’.
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Rewind: Touristic Approach: A Virtual Tour Across The Cultural
Geography Of Melbourne (1998 – 2002)

The emergent cultural landscape that has transformed Melbourne over the
past decade offers a terrain representative of the status and role of the
museum at this particular historical moment. While this geography is shaped
distinctively by its own local features, influences and vernaculars, it operates
illustratively for a far more general situation that the museum finds itself in in a
post-situation (historical, modernist, industrial, art). The particular outlook
afforded by the example of Melbourne’s spate of new art galleries can be
discerned as a representative instance of (what art historian Rosalind Krauss
has deemed) the ‘cultural logic of the late-Capitalist museum’. Krauss
recognizes that in the postmodern era subjectivity is fragmented and
dispersed by information and media - being ‘awash in a maze of signs and
simulacra’ is one’s encounter with everyday experience. In order to position
the contemporary museum in a consumer society of mass markets and new
technologies, she senses the museum’s role shifting away from creating an
arena for the contemplation of the unique artwork and its aesthetic immediacy
to a staging of simulacral experience.

The focus of this paper will be a field survey of the ‘virtual museum’. My use of
this term extends the conventional definition to address the fuller meshing of
new media/virtual art and exhibition design into existing and new art
institutions, galleries and museums. To this end, I will investigate the designmediated relationship of art-to-space (and its predispositions) for
contemporary instantiations of such ‘museums without walls’, recalling Andre
Malraux and his conceptualization of the ‘musee imaginaire’. Informed by my
practice as artist and curator, this research intends to deconstruct how
artworks are not only accommodated by the architectural qualities of physical
spaces but also privileged by their design. Applying an exemplary method, I
will base the discussion selectively to the proliferation of Museum building
projects in Melbourne over the last decade that mark the city as Australia’s
‘Cultural Capital’.

3

Paper for Design Research Society Conference – Futureground

In order to address these concerns, I will set out this paper as a touristic,
virtual travelogue. The itinerary of this gallery walking tour will attempt to
transport the reader along both chronological and geographic axes. Moving
along a North-to-South axis across the city centre, and framed by the period
1998 – 2002, this paper will focus its discussion to three art institutions (the
Potter – The Melbourne University Museum of Art, the RMIT Gallery and the
Australian Centre for Contemporary Art). These examples can be seen to
supplement two other significant civic and cultural projects being undertaken
during the period of their own realization: the Federation Square development
and the National Gallery of Victoria refurbishment (completed in late 2002 and
2003 respectively).

By overlapping temporal coordinates with selective exhibition examples that
amplify these museums’ spatial qualities, it is hoped that insight might be
gained through weaving them within this meta-narrative field.

1.1 The Potter (October 1998)
1.1.1 Historical Museum And Its Present Moment

Right from the first glimpse of Classical statuary, architectural fragments and
pottery assembled within artist Christine O’Loughlin’s sculptural frieze through
the intersecting web of overhead tramlines, The Potter signals its relationship
between the historical status of the institution and its negotiation of a tenuous
present moment. Then (on a beautiful springtime day in 1998…), the four
storey, stainless steel clad building, refurbished by Melbourne architect Nonda
Katsilidis, was heralded as ‘embrac(ing) the contemporary feel of a modern
art museum without detracting from the heritage environment of the Parkville
campus’1.

Upon entering the museum, this impression is further supported. From the
foyer, the building’s central, vertical space is taken up by Napier Waller’s
stained glass window – resurrected from the ruins of one of the University’s
original halls – suspended alongside the stairways which ascend between the
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museum’s three exhibition levels. This void organizes the interrelationship
between the museum’s seven galleries, creating a sense of symmetry
resulting from the mirroring of the floorplan on each level. Rhythmic circulation
interweaves the temporary with the permanent, the historical and the
contemporary. Throughout, consistency is tempered by just enough variation,
achieving a successfully balancing of the exhibition space’s neutrality with
architectural individuation.

1.1.2 Museological Intentions

These design features support the institution’s museological approach to
negotiating the interaction of different historical moments in exhibition space.
This intention was foreshadowed in the inaugural exhibition, ‘Viewing the
Invisible’ by American artist Fred Wilson. Coinciding with the impending reopening of the museum, Wilson made use of holdings found in an assortment
of the university’s collections as well as certain of the gallery’s distinctive
architectural features for creating one of his trademark ‘interventions’. On
Wilson’s strategic usage of the museum architecture in the installation,
arguably the most dramatic was his use of a recessed space found directly
behind the long wall in the south gallery of level one. Painted red for the
occasion, the exhibition wall was used to display a neat row of Colonial
Paintings borrowed from a number of the state’s regional art galleries. To the
left of this wall a piece of infrared equipment used in art conservation was
presented in a standard glass display case. To the right were placed two
ethnographic portrait busts (depicting Truganini and Woureddy, who were
thought – erroneously, as it turns out – to be the last of the Tasmanian
Aborigines). Acting as a backdrop to this tableaux is the exposed brickwork of
the adjacent Physics Annexe building; its features literally incorporated into
the architectural space of the new Potter. Through two of the building’s
original windows revealed at either end of the gallery wall, Wilson arranged a
selection of white plaster portrait busts, depicting various dignitaries found
from around the university campus, along with assorted scientific and medical
instruments and specimens in two disused classrooms.

5

Paper for Design Research Society Conference – Futureground

Curator Rachel Kent summarizes the various convolutions of time and space
in her catalogue essay for the exhibition:

Wilson’s installation responds to the building via the incorporation of
transparent and reflective elements. Displayed at the architectural
juncture of old and new buildings, it also plays upon notions of past and
present, and physical/metaphoric layering through site-specific
reference. Further references to the history of the University of
Melbourne as a site of academic scholarship, underscored by
patriarchal ideals, are evident in the installation. In this sense it reflects
upon the historical role of the university, as well as the museum, as
significant in the formation of ideological positions. (Kent 1998, p.9)

Continuing (and indicative of the aspirations that will be adopted throughout
the remainder of this paper):

A further ‘layering’ is evident in the title of the exhibition itself, its dual
task to bring to light unseen operations in museums and to make
visible the ideologies underlying their displays. (Kent 1998, p.9)
1.2 RMIT Gallery (October 1998)

On the edge of the city’s urban grid (a short downhill stroll from The Potter),
amongst the banal sprawl of non-descript buildings that make up the Royal
Melbourne Institute of Technology’s City Campus, stands the disconcerting
architectural façade of Storey Hall. Designed by Melbourne Architects Ashton
Raggatt MacDougall, the redevelopment of the original Hibernian Hall
emerged as unarguably Melbourne’s most radical response to the
postmodernist turn in contemporary architecture.

Exhibiting none of the constraint or temperance that marks Katsilidis’ Potter,
this architectural project is an exaggerated expression of design fancy,
referentiality, quotation and excess. Promoted as ‘cerebral architecture’, the
complex, which houses the RMIT Gallery, has been described as ‘the result of
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the technology and the thinking that we label as “'virtual reality”’.2 Disguised
by its neo-Classical front, the gallery internalises the ironies and excesses,
worn so ostentatiously on Storey Hall’s exterior.

1.2.1 Deconstructing the ‘false neutrality’ of the Museum

Partly in reference to the original 1887 part of the building, which Leon van
Schaik notes was ‘made with the linearity that descends from European
architecture’3, the six galleries that comprise the RMIT Gallery have been
approached as highly individuated responses to the space of exhibition that
effectively dismantle the distinction between architecture and art. In practice,
the non-linear arrangement of disparate spaces creates a ‘noise’ that poses a
challenge to artworks destined to be displayed therein.

Evidencing a strategy of deconstruction, the function of the gallery as a
‘container’ is punctured, perforated, pierced. In the face of windows that break
the arena of the wall and eccentrically scaled and oriented rooms, any attempt
at balancing the relationship between art and space under these conditions is
futile. Such overt contamination of the sacrosanct spaces of the Museum
illustrates the ‘false neutrality’ of exhibition spaces that adopt the ‘White Cube’
ideology. The contrast presented by such anti-neutral architecture, (as is
clearly evident in the RMIT Gallery with its architectural incursions, and mixed
design vernaculars), artist Daniel Buren articulates ‘is damaging to art as it is,
and by the same token very clearly reveals the limits of the so-called art.’ But
rather than viewing this condition negatively, he asserts: ‘This architecture is
heartening’. (Buren 1996, p.318)

Donald Preziosi articulates the condition that underpins the institutional
disciplines of art and museology as the ‘trompe l’oeil effect’. Through a set of
techniques for producing the past as well as anticipating the future, museums
act as ‘social instruments for the fabrication and maintenance of Modernity’.
Correlatives of this narrative order include the spatialization of a ‘literal or
figurative repositioning of protagonist or narrator to a panoptic locus from
which, in hindsight, how and what took place becomes legible or visible’. In
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‘theatralizating’ artworks, and their relationship to a viewer within the
coordinates of localized space, the exhibition operates as a ‘framed or
“articled” organization and layout, wherein every “story” is staged as a
fragment of some ongoing, narratizable totality’. (Preziosi 1994, p.142)

It is through these environments (whether architectonic, discursive or both)
that objects might be said to convey their truth. This truth is made legible by
being arranged, organized, displayed, shown; in short, rendered visible.
Noting that the museum’s primary task (as well as that of art history) has been
the staging of the truthfulness of art, it does so by:

Fabricat(ing) the illusion of a borderline between the inside and the
outside and which in the end subverts the applicability of the insideoutside polarity. The critical study of the museum is perforce the study
of the histories of enframing – of the practices, processes, and
technologies of the frame, as well as, at the same time, all that which
works to efface the frame effect. (Preziosi 1994, p.146)

Through establishing a range of self-supporting legitimations, Preziosi
contends, the institution of the museum works to sustain the circulation of the
following effects:
- The idea of Art as a kind of thing and of the aesthetic as a distinct
realm of the cognitive;
- The idea of Art as medium, sign or communicative token; and
- The furtherance of the notion of the Subject as composed of matter
and spirit wherein the artefact is expressive, overtly or covertly, of the
latter

These museological operations are fictional, and he terms them as the
museum’s ‘trompe l’oeil effect’. The design of RMIT Gallery poses a challenge
to the museum’s ability to sustain art founded upon such principles.

Considered as a testing ground or laboratory, many of these strategies will be
observed, writ large as it were, on the stages offered by the new National
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Gallery of Victoria campuses: The Ian Potter Centre of Australian Art at
Federation Square (designed by LAB Architecture Studio), and Mario Bellini’s
refurbishment of the existing Roy Grounds Building. Both of these major
museum design projects would come to realization within a few years – on the
other side of the city… and the millennium.

1.3 ACCA (October 2002)
1.3.1 The Changing Shape Of The Museum

Recumbent atop a desert of gravel, a low rust-red structure uncoils like the
discarded skin left behind by a primordial, dreamtime snake. Recalling the
Sand Crawlers of Tatoine, of Star Wars lore, the sprawling conglomeration
that incorporates the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art presents an
imposing face of sheer walls of Corten. Isolated on its vast plane, there
permeates a sense that the centre is somehow ahistorical - outside the
contours of human time – and more aligned with the geological or even the
extra-terrestrial; at home in a fictional place and time ‘a long time ago, far far
away’.

Such metaphoric allusions seem to be attracted, almost magnetically, to this
latest ‘landmark’ designed by Melbourne architects Wood Marsh. The building
appears impenetrable composed as it is of imposing tectonic plates of
weathered steel, jutting indentations and overhanging outcroppings. Although
inaccessible from the outside, do the distorted Euclidean shapes and
selectively interspersed slivers of glass windows allude to an interior that is
more lucid?

1.3.2 Modes of Production

In developing this idea, it has been noted that ‘the high contrast between
inside and outside and the stark shadows give theatrical drama’. (Carnevale
2002, p.54) The exhibition spaces dedicated to the activities of ACCA offer a
surprisingly stark simplicity. A longitudinal division carved through the
floorplan creates two distinct exhibition spaces, comprising a total of four (3 +

9

Paper for Design Research Society Conference – Futureground

1) gallery rooms. The design solution seems to reconcile with the institution’s
museological objectives in striving for an accord between its commissioning,
development and production activities. The model proposed suggests a
differentiated but complementary relationship between the two clearly
distinguished spatial layouts: the skewed ‘en filade’ approach of three
sequential galleries and the large Commission Hall.

Entering through a low and thick, Corten-lined entrance one enters the first
chamber of an arrangement of three successive galleries. The rooms are
intimate, salon-scaled and arranged along a connecting spine. Just enough
irregularity is created by the slight tapering of each successive room and a
connecting passageway the runs in a skewed fashion off the main axis.
Overall, this space lends itself to a standardised museological approach
eminently suitable for chronological sequencing, organizing works by typology
and orchestrating curatorially-informed narratives.

These tendencies were upheld in the inaugural exhibition presented in these
spaces. ‘A History of Happiness’ by ACCA curator Juliana Engberg clearly
articulates the interrelationship of curatorial intention with spatial deployment.
In setting out to explore the fleeting, euphoric and momentary essence of
‘Happiness’ through the selection and arranging of various artworks, the
exhibition ‘follows this line of thought, scrutinizing the emotion by breaking it
down into three main concepts; self delusional and often enhanced; optimistic,
but realistic; and uplifting, verging on spiritual enlightenment.’ The promotional
material concludes: “The curatorial layout of A History of Happiness melds
perfectly with these notions’.4

Complementing this space is the centre’s Commission Hall. Taking up an
equivalent amount of floor area, this space opens into an impressive volume.
In comparison with that of the smaller galleries running alongside, a feeling of
immensity is achieved by the space being extended in both lateral and vertical
directions by removing all internal divisions and increasing the ceiling height
to incorporate the void of the second level of the building. The large cavern is
surprisingly easily light-trapped and contains cleverly supportive infrastructure
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(ceiling access to rigging enables various lighting configurations and support
for projection which, by utilizing the full length and height of space, results in a
full wall-size image). Such features, which clearly indicate the architects’
preparedness to address presentation issues associated with art works
drawing upon new technology and digital media, are exercised by Australian
artist Susan Norrie’s ‘Undertow’, the first work representing ACCA’s agenda
for commissioning specially devised projects. As introduced in advance
promotion: ‘Simultaneously terrifying and calming, the walls of ACCA will shift
and pulse with tempest, blossoms, bubbling mud pools and clouds, in a
dramatic sequence that will capitalize on the grandiose scale and vertiginous
nature of the space’.5

Evident from these viewpoints, the ACCA galleries offer distinctive but
mutually supporting modes of practice for contemporary museum-based art.
They can be considered as museological sites oriented to active production,
both for the education of and consumption by the gallery-goer, as well as for
the inspiration and exploration of artistic imagination. The Commission Hall is
conducive to the imperatives and requirements of media-based production,
akin to a soundstage for film or theatrical work. What is performed in this
space, supported by the institutions clear agenda towards the patronage of
contemporary site-specific projects, is the exercise of artistic inspiration on a
grand scale. Scaled beyond the production model provided by the traditional
artist’s studio, the space itself acts as the site for the exercise of the authorial
role of the artist; the space is the blank canvas negotiated by the artistic
auteur. Complementing this, the ‘en filade’ galleries offer a set of spaces
designed so as to lead the viewer through an arranged, choreographed
environment, directed by the guiding hand of the curator. What is produced
across this site is meaning.

Fast Forward: Conclusion

The year 2000, by superimposes the centenary of Australian federation with
the dawn of the new millennium, acts as a chronological fulcrum to this virtual
travelogue. Looking back, this terrain can be mapped commencing in 1996
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with the ebullient architecture of Storey Hall and RMIT Gallery’s eccentric
interior architecture. This project was followed shortly by The Potter’s much
more constrained but no less engaged architectural solution in 1998. With the
turn of the millennium another spate of building projects come to realization
with ACCA, closely followed by the Ian Potter Gallery of Australian Art and the
Australian Centre for the Moving Image located at Federation Square,
completed in late 2002 – with a short wait until the reopening of the NGV
International in late 2003.

Federation Square itself functions as the geographical nexus of Melbourne on a recovered site above the railyards leading into Flinders Street Station
and bordering parkland along the Yarra River. In close proximity to the city’s
major art institutions (The Potter and RMIT Gallery to the north, the existing
National Gallery of Victoria - Roy Grounds building and the new Australian
Centre for Contemporary Art development on the Southbank), this central
location is situated symbolically at the intersection of the arcadian and the
post-industrial; the urbanist organization of the city meeting the natural,
flowing course of the river.

With its composite of tumbling building structures and undulating, bowlshaped public space, the Federation Square complex acts as a civic ‘agora’,
recalling the acropolis of Athens in its classical setting but with an urbanist
reinterpretation. Open to the public in late 2002, the skewed rectangular glass
and metal structure of the NGV’s Ian Potter Centre for Australian Art sits atop
the precinct as its ‘Parthenon’ (which like its Athenian progenitor is composed
of nary a straight line, despite appearances, and creates an impression of
lightness that is optically derived and illusory). Alongside, the new Australian
Centre for the Moving Image lies in wait as its Platonic ‘cave’.

Standing roughly equidistant on opposite sides of the millennium timeline, the
Potter and RMIT Gallery (with their footholds in the late twentieth century)
along with ACCA (launched early in the twenty-first) illustrate numerous
issues facing the postmodern museum, new museology and indeed artistic
practice. Many of the individual design initiatives signalled by these supporting
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spaces lead to a concentrated application that culminates in the major
expression of Lab’s grand project, the multi-purpose complex at Federation
Square, and Bellini’s National Gallery of Victoria International.

Melbourne, April 2004
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